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In a speech before a Washington 
trade group last week. House Speak- 
er Newt Gingrich (R-Ga.) awed the 
crowd with what appeared to be a 
striking example of how the federal 
government wastes taxpayer money 
on inefficient social programs. 

Gingrich told the audience about a 
“federal shelter” in Denver with 120 
beds that costs $8.8 million a year to 
operate, while up the street a private- 
ly funded homeless shelter of roughly 
the same size saves more lives at a 
cost of only $320,000 a year. 

Gasps of “Oh my God” and “Wow” 
could be heard among the 170 restau- 
rateurs who listened to Gingrich’s 
point-by-point comparison last Friday 
at the Rayburn House Office Building. 
They might have been even more 
surprised to learn that very little of 
what Gingrich told them was true. 

No such federal shelter exists in 
Denver. What Gingrich was actually 
referring to, according to the group 
that advises him on social issues, is 
Colorado’s largest drug and alcohol 
treatment program, which operates 
14 treatment centers in the Denver 
area. The organization’s budget for all 
its clinics, phis 16 school-based coun- 
seling programs, is $11 million, of 
which about $4.3 million is federal 
money, its executive director said. 

Those are far from the only factual 
errors Gingrich has made recently as 
he speaks out on almost everything 
from the inner city to the computer 
age. In December, he assailed the 
Food and Drug Administration for not 
approving a heart pump that he said 
can be used to resuscitate heart at- 
tack victims. But the company that 
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markets the device did not have an 
application at the FDA, and tests have 
suggested the product might not 
work any better than conventional 
cardiopulmonary resuscitation. 

That same month, Gingrich men- 
tioned a 10-year-old in St Louis who 
was put in detention for saying grace 
in a public school cafeteria as evi- 
dence that public schools repress the 
rights of students who wish to pray. 
However, the superintendent of St. 
Louis schools said at the time that the 
student was disciplined for matters 
entirely unrelated to praying in 
school. The case was being contested 
in federal court and the facts were far 
from clear. 

John Parvensky, executive director 
of the Colorado Coalition for the 
Homeless, said the speaker misled his 
audience last Friday about the Den- 


ver private shelter for the homeless, 
called Step 13, and the alcohol and 
drug treatment program that Arapa- 
hoe House Inc. runs partly with feder- 
al funds. Although Step 13 offers alco- 
hol and drug abuse counseling and job 
training and placement services to 
the homeless, it is not a treatment or 
detoxification clinic, which requires 
costly, medically trained personnel, 
Parvensky said. 

“Not only is this misinformation by 
Newt Gingrich, but he is ultimately 
comparing apples and oranges,” he 
said. “You shouldn’t put an' alcoholic 
in a shelter and let him or her detox 
because the withdrawal could put 
them at risk without proper medical 
personnel to respond. So most detox 
programs will have higher costs to 
deal with than shelters.” 

Gingrich spokesman Tony Blankley 
said that the speaker based his re- 
marks on information from a task 
force established last month at his re- 
quest to advise him on welfare reform 
and other poverty issues. The task 
force was set up by the National Cen- 
ter for Neighborhood Enterprise, a 
nonprofit group that provides techni- 
cal assistance to community based or- 
ganizations. 

“We did not have a chance to vet 
the information at a staff level,” 
Blankley said. “I think that people 
who speak publicly have to rely on in- 
formation that seems credible when 
presented. Nobody has the luxury, 
whether they are a newspaper or a 
public speaker, to conclusively estab- 
lish in their own research whether ev- 
ery fact is accurate. That’s why news- 
papers have correction boxes.” 

A spokeswoman for the National 
Center for Neighborhood Enterprise 
said the task force did not grasp the 
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differences between Step 13 and 
Arapahoe House’s alcohol and drug 
treatment program. She said the di- 
rector of Step 13 gave the task force 
the information about Arapahoe 
House’s costs and faxed a report by a 
local business group that mentioned 
the $8.8 million figure. But she said 
the task force did not call Arapahoe 
House to verify it 

“We take responsibility for tha t" 
said spokeswoman Donna Lewis John- 
son. “But we stand behind the fact 
that Step 13 operates more efficiently 
and effectively than other homeless 
shelters.” 

Gingrich told members of the Na- 
tional Restaurant Association that he 
wanted to discuss Denver’s shelters 
to show “how totally different our vi- 
sion of the world is from the welfare 
state and ... the Washington elite." 

“Twenty-five times as much money 
to ruin lives. This is why we don’t buy 
the big-spending theory of what liber- 
al compassion is,” he told the associa- 
tion. 

Step 13, which said it has served 
about 3,200 homeless persons over 
the last 10 years, raises half its annual 
budget from fees paid by those who 
stay at the shelter. The remainder 
comes mostly from private donations 
and foundations. Step 13 director 
Robert Cote said about 35 percent of 
the individuals who enter the shelter 
never revert to using alcohol or drugs 
after leaving. 

Officials knowledgeable about drug 
and alcohol treatment said they were 
skeptical of Cote’s figures because it 
is extremely difficult for a shelter to 
accurately track people’s behavior 
over long periods of time. 




